Can a post-harvest ripening treatment extend the
longevity of Rhododendron L. seeds?
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Abstract

Pre-dehiscent capsules were collected from two Rhodadendron griersonianum (Bali f. & Forrest) trees and either immediately dried in a dry-
room (15% relative humidity. 15 'C) or placed in a high humidity room (80% relative humidity, 15 °C) for 30, 60, or 90 d. Further capsules were
also collected from the trees at 30 and 60 d, but seeds had been dispersed by 90 d. Seed ageing experiments (60% relative humidity, 45° C) carried
out on these seed-lots and on seeds from a further 10 Rhododendron species confirmed that short seed lifespans is a trait of the genus, with a
mean Ps5pvalue of ca. 20 d for this storage environment.

Placing the pre-dehiscent capsules at high humidity allowed some continuation of maturation, but the longevity of these seeds was never as good
as seeds collected from the plants after the same maturation period and had declined by 90 d, suggesting that 80% RH and 15 'C does not mimic the
natural drying rate that the seeds would have experienced in aim and that, despite the high RH irreparable ageing commenced.

The results emphasise the importance of maintaining a good storage environment for Rhododendron seed collections which are likely to be
short-lived compared with species front other families and/or genera and the importance of collecting seeds as close as possible to the point of
natural dispersal.
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1. Introduction

The Rhododendron (L.) genus (first species named in 1753),
family Ericaceae, k mainly native to the Northern Hemisphere
(Cox and Cox, 1997: Blazich and Rowe, 2003). The word
Rhodadendron comes front the Greek meaning "rose tree" (van
Gelderen et al., 1992). They are hardy, evergreen, broad-leaved
trees which require moist but well drained acidic soils and some
shade. First introduced into cultivation in 1656, they now have
significant horticultural value and there are well over 900 listed
Rhododendron species as well as numerous hybrids (Postan,
1996: Vetaas, 2002).

Rhododendron fruits consist of oblong, five-valved, dehis-
cent capsules that begin to ripen in autumn. The capsules turn
from green to brown and split along the sides when ripe
(Blazich and Rowe, 2003). Each inflorescence can produce
as many as 5000 seeds. The seeds are very small, typically
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2-3 mm including testa, and easily dispersed by the wind. They
also exhibit orthodox storage behaviour and are non-dormant,
germinating shortly after sowing (Cross, 1981; Pastan, 1996;
Blazich and Rowe, 2003). However they do appear to be
relatively short-lived in dry-storage. In a comparative longevity
screen of more than 150 species from 55 plant families carried
out in our laboratory. 2 Rhododendron species, R. campanu-
latum (D.Don.) and R. micranthum (Maxim.), were amongst the
15 shortest-lived species. Rouse and Williams (1986),
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